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The original  t i t l e  of t h i s  precept i s  "No Unrighteous 
Lewdness," a kind of tautology, which i n  Chinese (and i n  
older English) is simply a strong negative. "Lewdness" 
has a rather  quaint r ing i n  modern English, but  i t s  deri- 
vation i s  instruct ive.  It  cones from an Old English 
world meaning "unlearned," implying boorish. No boorish 
sex. That 's a good precept f o r  us a l l .  

What did our Zen Buddhist ancestors say about sex? 
In my directory of some 17,500 koans, I f ind no entry 
for  t h i s  subject i n  the  elaborate index. I do know of 
one pert inent  koan, however, and although it i s  perhaps 
ta in ted  by stereotyped a t t i t udes  toward women, it a l so  
reproves the  pur i tan ica l  a t t i t udes  commonly associated 
with rel igion,  East and West: 

In ancient days, an old woman made offerings 
t o  a hermit over a period of 20 years. One 
day she sen t  her sixteen-year-old niece t o  
take food t o  the  hermit, t e l l i n g  her t o  make 
advances t o  him t o  see what he would do. The 
g i r l  l a id  her  head on the  hermit 's lap and 
sa id ,  "How i s  th is?"  

The hermit said,  "The withered t r e e  is 
rooted i n  an ancient rock i n  b i t t e r  cold. 
During winter months, there i s  no warmth, no 
l i f e . "  

The g i r l  reported t h i s  t o  her aunt. The 
old woman said,  "That vulgarian! To think 
t h a t  I have made offer ings t o  him fo r  twenty 
years! She drove the hermit away and burned 
down h i s  cottage. 

While we may question the use of the niece a s  b a i t  t o  
t e s t  the  monk's rea l iza t ion ,  it is  c l ea r  by the f i n a l  
response of the aunt t ha t  fundamentally she too disapproves 
the  misuse of sex. The hermit was not responding t o  the 
human being who la id  her head on h i s  lap. He was using 
her t o  express h i s  own asce t ic  position. 

So the aunt c a l l s  him a vulgarian, a boor. Lewdness i s  
boorish; asceticism can be, and often is  boorish. Boorish- 
ness is thinking jus t  of one's s e l f .  She drives him off  
and burns down h i s  cottage. F i re  i s  a dream symbol for  sex. 



"You don' t  belong here! Sex belongs here!" O r  a t  l eas t  
acknowledgement of it . 

This case is l i s t e d  under "Offerings t o  Monks" i n  my 
dictionary of kzans, and such lack of any c lass i f ica t ion  for  
sex i s  i n  keeping with the  curtain t h a t  is drawn over the 
subject i n  t r ad i t i ona l  Zen pract ice.  After a careful  
search of the  l i t e r a t u r e ,  you may find cautions by Dogen 
Zenji t o  avoid sexual gossip, but  t h a t  i s  about a l l ,  except, 
of course, t h i s  precept and its brief  commentaries. In the 
Zen monastery, food, s leep,  zazen, work, and even going t o  
the t o i l e t  a re  organized and scheduled, but it is a s  
though sex does not ex is t .  In  t h i s  respect,  Zen d i f f e r s  
sharply from Theravada Buddhism, and from other rel igions 
generally. 

The case of the aunt and the hermit i s  not included i n  
the anthologies of kzans chosen for  Zen study by Harada 
Roshi, but  i t  i s  generally pa r t  of the Rinzai curriculum. 
Even so, one wonders how students can apply i t s  teaching. 
I n  Japanese Zen monasteries today, women are  admitted for  
sesshin only, a s  a general ru le .  They s i t  i n  a separate 
roan, and only join the  men fo r  meals, su t ras ,  and te i shs ,  
and even then they are  grouped together. A t  t e i shz  time, the 
laymen s i t  with t he  monks, and the  women s i t  on the other 
s ide of the  room with guests who come i n  from outside especi- 
a l l y  t o  hear the  t a lk .  The message is c lear ly ,  "Zazen is  
fo r  men." 

Japanese generally place the  onus of sexual dis- 
t rac t ion  upon women. A t  l e a s t  u n t i l  very recently, 
Japanese boys and g i r l s  mingled very l i t t l e  i n  t h e i r  teenage 
years,  and the  monk who went off a t  eighteen t o  t r a i n  i n  a 
monastery would simply not be able t o  handle the  presence of 
a woman i n  the dojo. Her appearance would prompt long- 
repressed sexual urges t o  take over h i s  zazen--Mu would dis- 
appear, and the  r e su l t  would be f a i l u r e  i n  the dokusan room 
and disruption of the  monastic routine. 

The rzsh i ,  s i t t i n g  a t  the  heart  of the  Zen training 
program, is  not l ike ly  t o  be in te res ted  i n  t rying t o  make 
over the society which presents him with t h i s  problem. 
Within h i s  own milieu, he solves it i n  the  only way t h a t  
seems t o  him t o  be possible, by excluding and segregating 
the  immediate "cause." This is a negative model for  us i n  
Western Zen, and as such i t  can be very ins t ruc t ive .  



Senzaki Nyogen Sensei l iked the s tory of the nun 
Eshun, who, it seems, did pract ice with a Sangha of monks: 

Twenty monks and one nun, who was named 
Eshun, were pract icing meditation under a 
cer ta in  Zen master. Eshun was very pre t ty ,  
even though her  head was shaved and her dress 
plain. Several monks secre t ly  f e l l  i n  love 
with her,  and one of them wrote her  a love 
l e t t e r ,  i n s i s t i ng  upon a private  meeting. 

Eshun did not reply. The following day, 
the master gave a te isho t o  the  group, and 
when it was over, Eshun arose. Addressing 
the one who had wri t ten her,  she sa id ,  "If 
you r ea l ly  love me so much, come and embrace 
me now."2 

One of my students remarked t h a t  Eshun's action was 
self-righteous. I am not so sure. In her context, perhaps 
it was qui te  appropriate. In modern circumstances, we seek 
t o  be open i n  such matters,  and can appreciate her inten- 
t ion.  In any case, i f  you were the monk, how would you 
reply t o  her challenge? 

In discussing t h i s  matter with students,  I said t ha t  
I would go over t o  her and make a bow, o r  i n  our society,  
o f fe r  t o  shake her hand. One student said,  "If I were the 
monk, I ' d  go over and embrace her." This is a Zen-like 
response, but a l so  very modern and Western. 

When Japanese Zen roshis  come t o  t h i s  country t o  teach, 
they must deal with very d i f f e r en t  sexual mores. Some 
reac t  a t  f i r s t  l ike  the  l a t e  Miura Isshfi Roshi, who main- 
tained separate but adjoining dojos for  men and women. 
Others have erred i n  other  ways. Surely one of the most 
important tasks of American Zen teachers is t o  es tab l i sh  
ways t o  include pos i t ive  acknowledgement of sex a s  a v i t a l  
d r ive  i n  the  agent of real izat ion.  

So f a r  as  I know, a l l  the Zen centers i n  the United 
S ta tes  today accommodate both men and women. This kind of 
arrangement, l i ke  ordinary l i f e  away from the center ,  
brings a stream of c r i s e s  t h a t  hinge on sex. In the 
dokusan room, you may be asked about the  aunt and the her- 
m i t .  The question is, "In t h a t  s i tua t ion ,  a s  t h a t  hermit, 



how do you respond?" Like a l l  good ksans, t h i s  one is  
neat and t idy,  and only one s o r t  of response is possible. 
However, the  acid t e s t  of the mime i n  the dokusan room is 
the  a c t  i t s e l f  thereafter .  Here you a re  i n  your f r iend ' s  
apartment. The circumstances a r e  thus and so. How do you 
respond i n  t h i s  time and place, with t h i s  person? No 
di thering allowed! 

Every cu l ture  s e t s  the parameters of sexual freedom, 
American no l e s s  than Japanese, each i n  i ts own way. 
Thoughts of g u i l t  o r  jus t i f ica t ion  may form when the l i m i t s  
a r e  ignored, making it impossible t o  forget  the  s e l f .  
Moreover, soc ia l  controls a r i s e  from the co l lec t ive  aware- 
ness t h a t  sexual freedom is  only possible within a 
harmonious se t t ing .  A jealous husband, an angry wife, and 
disaffected children make a love relat ionship very 
d i f f i c u l t ,  and create  bar r ie rs  t o  inner peace. A Japanese 
proverb reads, "Freedom does not v io la te  others." Freedom 
which does v io l a t e  others is not rea l ly  freedom, but 
exploitation. 

In  the  Western Buddhist t ra in ing  center,  men and women 
s i t  s ide by s ide  i n  the dojo. They e a t  together,  work to- 
gether,  sometimes shower together,  sometimes s leep i n  the 
same room i n  t he  crowded conditions of a sesshin. How do 
such arrangements a f f ec t  t h e i r  Zen training? 

I think the  overal l  e f f e c t  of such proximity i s  
benef ic ia l  t o  the  practice. There i s  an experience of 
wholeness i n  having the  other sex i n  close association 
throughout the  day. Fantasies about sex a r e  s t i l l  present,  
but surely a r e  l e s s  f i e r ce  than they might be i f  there were 
no chance t o  experience the humanity of the  other  i n  the 
give and take of cooking, gardening, and re-roofing to- 
gether. A t  such a level ,  one i s  b e t t e r  able t o  accept the 
thoughts a s  normal and natural ,  and permit them t o  pass. 
There a r e  tensions i n  a coed community, but so a re  there 
tensions i n  ce l iba te  camnunities. People i n  combination 
produce tensions. Tensions can be used creat ively,  o r  one 
can be used by them. 

In  t he  broader community, we i n  the Western hemisphere 
have gone through many changes i n  sexual behavior i n  the 
pas t  s ix ty  years,  par t icu lar ly  i n  the decades of the 1920's 
and the 1960's. Young people today may go through a 
period of sleeping with partners  who might merely have been 



dates i n  an e a r l i e r  time. I have the  feel ing t h a t  these 
new mores a r e  heal thier  than the  courting games of my youth. 
People emerge from those years of playing a t  sex w i t h  a 
be t t e r  sense of bedroom thea t re  than we of an e a r l i e r  gene- 
ra t ion  could possibly a t t a i n ,  with our preoccupations about 
making the grade, o r  about walking down the a i s l e .  

There a r e  deeper implications i n  t h i s  change. The 
sexual dr ive is  p a r t  of the human path of self-real izat ion.  
Sex is  a way t o  search for  one's ident i ty .  When our mores 
a r e  re la t ive ly  permissive, we have increased opportunity t o  
explore our human nature through sexual relat ionships.  A t  
t he  same time, of course, there i s  more opportunity for  
self-centered people t o  use sex as  a means fo r  personal 
power. The path you choose r i s e s  from your fundamental pur- 
pose. Why a re  you here? 

The r6shi i n  charge of a monastery who avoids d i f f i cu l -  
t i e s  simply by dividing humanity i n  half has h i s  counterpart 
i n  Western Victorian authori ty,  which i n  similar ways ex- 
cluded and segregated a s  a means of control.  With the help 
of our evolving Western cu l tu ra l  a t t i t udes ,  we i n  the Zen 
movement can use sex i n  our pract ice,  rather  than t rying t o  
exclude it. I don' t  mean t h a t  we should be experimenting 
with tan t ra ,  but simply t h a t  we must acknowledge sexual 
energy a s  p a r t  of t he  Sangha treasure. 

Certainly we cannot j u s t i fy  reject ing sex and accepting 
the  other human drives and emotions, such a s  anger, f ea r ,  
hunger, and the need f o r  sleep. A l l  we have learned on our 
cushions proves t h a t  physical and mental condition, t he  
w i l l ,  and emotions a r e  human elements t o  be integrated i n t o  
our da i ly- l i fe  prac t ice  and our zazen pract ice.  For a l l  i t s  
ec s t a t i c  nature, f o r  a l l  i t s  power, sex is jus t  another 
human drive. I f  we avoid it, ju s t  because it is  more d i f f i -  
c u l t  t o  in tegra te  than anger o r  f ea r ,  then we are  simply 
saying tha t  when the chips a r e  down we cannot follow our own 
pract ice.  This i s  dishonest and unhealthy. According t o  
the  Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, Jesus sa id ,  

I f  you bring for th  what i s  within you, what 
YOU bring for th  w i l l  save you. I f  you do not 
bring for th  what is within you, what you do 
not bring fo r th  w i l l  destroy you.3 



In t h e  pas t  15 years,  homosexuals have taken t h i s  t ru th  
t o  heart.  On t h i s  subject ,  again, we are  on our own. I f  the 
old teachers were quie t  on the  subject  of conventional sex, 
they were al together  s i l e n t  about the unconventional. A 
Zen monk of my acquaintance became a roshi ,  and a few months 
l a t e r ,  looking back on thecounselling sessions he had been 
holding informally with h i s  students,  both laypeople and 
monks, he remarked t o  me, "I had no idea t ha t  homosexuality 
was so widespread. I thought it was jus t  a very occasional 
problem. " 

Homosexuality becomes a problem i f  society and the 
individual involved view it as  a problem. My feel ing is  tha t  
with the  encouragement of teacher and Sangha, the individual 
member has a chance fo r  personal maturity and rea l iza t ion  
through Zen prac t ice ,  whatever h i s  or  her sexual or ientat ion 
may be. Buddha-nature i s  not heterosexual or  homosexual. 

Buddha-nature i s ,  i n  f ac t ,  the essence and the qual i ty  
of sex. Bodhidhama said,  "Self-nature i s  mysterious and 
subtle .  In  the Dharma, there is nothing t o  at tach to ,  and 
nothing t o  be attached. I f  we have no attachment, t ha t  i s  
the  Precept of No Misuse of Sex." Bodhidhama was a ce l iba te ,  
of course, and h i s  words were directed t o  h i s  cel ibate  
followers. But they apply equally t o  us a l l .  The non- 
attachment of oneness i s  the  tao  of a l l  the Buddhas. Sasaki 
Josh6 RGshi has said,  "When you a re  completely one with your 
lover, you don ' t  know whether you a r e  doing something good 
o r  bad. "4 O r  attached o r  non-attached . 

Bodhidharma expresses the universal body of fu l lness  and 
completeness, the ~ambhogak~ya, the Sangha fu l f i l l ed .  D$en 
Zenji, i n  h i s  comment on t h i s  precept,  expresses the 
Dhamakaya, the universal body of pu r i t yand  c l a r i t y :  "The 
Three Wheels a r e  pure. There is nothing t o  s e e k ~ t h i s  i s  
ident ica l  with the  Buddha Tao." The Three Wheels are  the 
actor ,  t he  thing acted upon, and the  action. The lovers and 
t h e i r  a c t  of love a r e  i n t r i n s i ca l ly  pure and clear .  There 
is  no attainment a t  a l l .  The cel ibate  too, fu l l y  real ized,  
f inds t h a t  Buddha-nature pervades the whole universe. 

Bodhidharma and Dogen Zenj'i shine l i gh t  on our path, and 
i f  l i t t l e  i s  sa id  about sex i n  any d i r ec t  way i n  the r e s t  of 
Zen Buddhist teaching, we can nonetheless use the more 
general doctrine of personal acceptance and compassion a s  a 
complementary guide. Western Zen Buddhist communities, l i ke  



t h e i r  society about them, a r e  still  i n  process of breaking 
away from Victorian r e s t r i c t i ons  and of finding t h e i r  own 
guidelines. When there is an easy drawing together,  a new 
love relat ionship can be conducive t o  deeper prac t ice  f o r  
t he  partners  and fo r  the Sangha. A d i f f i c u l t  relat ionship 
may a lso  be a f i e ld  f o r  pract ice.  

Howe~er~prac t i ce  can be disrupted by actions t h a t  
Sangha members perceive a s  boorish sex. I f  there i s  a wolf 
among the  lambs, the  pract ice may be overwhelmed through- 
out the  dojo, as  though someone had l e f t  the television 
going during sesshin. And what i f  the  teacher is the  wolf? 
With the  avoidance of sex i n  the  Japanese t ra in ing  center ,  
sometimes t h a t  which was not brought for th  e a r l i e r  becomes 
very destructive. The confusion a sexually exploi t ive 
r6shi creates  i n  the  Sangha is a t h r ea t  t o  mental health, 
no t  t o  speak of real izat ion.  The words of Bodhidhama and 
~ o g e n  Zenji a re  simply profound expressions of common 
morality. I t  i s  up t o  the Zen teacher and h i s  o r  her 
senior followers t o  build a so l id  road of example and zazen 
t h a t  w i l l  l ink  the wisdom of our ancestors t o  the 
exigencies of ordinary l iving.  

To r ea l i ze  the  emptiness of greed, hatred, and 
ignorance; t o  understand what sex is and how it may be m i s -  
u s e d ~ t h i s  is the function of each of us. We do t h i s  not  
through the  visual izat ion of emptiness, but  through focus 
upon and ident i f ica t ion  with the matter a t  hand; Mu on O u r  

cushions, and our task i n  everyday l i f e .  Sexual re la t ions  
a r e  a t  the heart  of human re la t ions ;  they change a s  we 
change, a s  we grow, mature, and age, and a s  our circum- 
stances change. Like Shui-yen ca l l ing  h i s  master, we can 
only avoid confusion by being completely i n  touch with our- 
selves. 

This i s  not,  of course, a matter of meditating on sex. 
Far from it! How much time have you wasted, i n  the arms of 
your lover, perhaps a t rue  lover of time pas t ,  perhaps a 
lover t h a t  never was, while you s i t  there on your cushions, 
your back bent s l i gh t ly  forward a t  your waist l ine,  your 
eyelids two-thirds lowered, immobile as  a stone Buddha, i n  
mock zaken? How much time have you wasted a s  a Zendo res i -  
dent,  fooling around i n  sexual games? 

The Three Wheels a r e  pure--can you r ea l i ze  t h i s ?  A l l  
beings a r e  the  Ta thZga ta~can  you r ea l i ze  t h i s ?  A s  the 



Buddha s a id ,  we cannot t e s t i f y  t o  such f a c t s  because of our 
delusion and attachment. It  is time t o  see through those 
empty clouds and take hold of the  source, once and for  a l l .  
And i n  t h i s  process, i n  t h i s  experience, the myriad Dharmas, 
empty as  they are ,  confirm our pur i ty ,  confirm our 
Buddha-nature, thought-frame a f t e r  thought-frame, each 
f resh  and new. There is no misuse of sex here, noboor i sh  
self-centeredness a t  a l l .  
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